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ABSTRACT 

■ . In order to gather information detailing the extent 

aniii effectiveness of oral history projects in public . libraries , 
questionnaires w£{re sent to public libraries in 11 states that. listed 
"oral history" among their resources in the American Library 
Directory, and to a small number of other libraries in these states 
with oral history projects that have been, mentioned in jthe 
literature. A total of 182 questionnaires were sent; of the 111 
libraries that replied, 6 reported no oral history resources. Usable 
replies were received from 105 libraries. Following an introduction 
and discussion of the methodology, this report examines projects 
developed in California, Illinois, Indiana, and New York in each of 
the following time periods: pre~1970, 1970-76, and post~1976. 
Successful projects are noted for each of these states^ Oral history 
projects in seven othe>r states-rConnecticut , Iowa,- Kansas, Florida, 
Idaho, Alabama, and (xeorgia — are also described, but in less detail. 
Finally, comments and advice, conclusions and recommendations, and a 
bibliography are provided. (THC) 
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INIRODUdlON 

# 

Oial hisloiy as a in hmquv was dcvrlopt^l by AJlaiuNcvins al Colunibibr 
I ^nivnsiiy in ihv laiOs, It piolifnalcd in the sixties aftd sevniiic s, fosim d 
by ihv nation s Bitrntennial (rlcbration and the spkess of Root^ Oral 
bistoiy can prrscrvT a srgnirnt of a ronnnnnity's heritage that would 
otlu iwisrsuu ly Ik* lost ilnd( an strengthen a (omnuuiily'ssenscof identity 
and piide. 

Oral history has iHen'exiensi/ely desn iln'd in the literature of librarian- ^ 
shif). For years, artii les and l^>6ks have bee,n explaining and extolling it. 

' I hai many libiaries have responded |o the attracticM of oral history is 
apparent from the hundrc*ds which list "oral histor^^" among their hold- 
ings in the Americ^i Ltbrary D^clory a*nd from annouiuementsof pro- 
jet ts whi( 1^ liave appeared in journals and iM»wsletters. 

* * 

M any pul)li( at ions offer (*x("(*llent guidelines for thecbndurt of oral history 
pvoje( is and 'warn Qf pitfalls to avoid, but whether public library projects 
have ac tually conformed to these guidelines has nevcT bee n investigated, 
huieed. c ouspic uously missing from the literature is any^ttempt to system- 
atic ally investigate lihraiy projects. How extensive. c»ffective or worthwhile 
have* typic al projc»c ts Inrn? How have they lx*en conduc ted? Have their 
produc ts Ix^en us(»d? What roles have public librarians played? Do libtar- 
ians feel their projc»c ts liave btrn -successfid? Do librarians believe the 
pic)jc»c is wcTe wojrth the invc^stmenl of time and effort? Which fac tors have 
c oiitribuit^d to the sue c ess of projcu is? Whic h factors have hindered success? 

hi an att(»mpt to gather information 'that could help answer these xpies- 
lions. the pic sent study v^as undertal<CMi. The ultimate goal was to assist 
librarians in making infoimcxl^dcrisic^ns alx)ut oral history and to help 
them plan projects with the greatc»st pcrteiitial for success and utility. 

MKIHODOLOGY 

• z. ^ • 

III the summer of 1982. cjnr^mTmnaues were^eiu (o public libraries in 1 1 
states that listcxi VnUl history" among their resources in the Americart 
Ijhrnry Directory and U) a small iiunibcT of other libraries in these states 
with oicij histoiy projec4s that had bet*ii nic*nttcmt*d in the literature. 

A total of 182 cjuc»stioniiairc»s were s(»nt; 1 1 l^WfTraries rc»plicxi of whic li 6 
rc*|K)rtc»<l no oral lustory ic sourc es (see table |). Usable repli(\s. therefore, 
^were i(*ceiv-c*ci from JOf) librarit*s, * » - ♦ 
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I ABLE 1 
OR\t. History Projects 



Starting Datfs (\-sit it active) 





ihrartes 
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/07/I 

/ y/i/- 


/ osi- 






^ii Hriilird 








1^70 


1^76 


1977 




7 


4 -1 




3 


AlalKima 


0 


1(1A) 


2(IA) 


0 




22 -\ 




21 


(Mtlifoniia 


.^(2A) 


10(2A) 


2 


4 




8 -1 




7 


Cx)nne<iiaii 


0 


2(1 A) 


1(3A) 


1 


7 


5 




5 


Florida 


UlA) 


I 




0 


8 


.S -1 




2 


Cyt'orgia 


0 


i(iA) 


1 


0 


f) 


.S 






Idaho 


0 


I(IA) 


2(2A) 


0 




l,H -1 




12 


Illinois 


1 


10(5A) 


'I(IA) 


0 




21 




21 


Indiana 


2(2A) 


ll(3A) 


7(2A) 


V ' 


Ki 


7 




7 


lo\\;/ 


0 


2(2A) 


4(1A) 


1 


7 


5 




5 


Kaiisiis 


0 


2 


2(1 A) 


1 


27 


20 -1 




19 


Ncvi York 




10(2A) 


2(1 A) 


3(1 A) 


I otaf 












r 






182 


111 (\ 




l()5b 




1,^5(5 A) 


51(18A) 


30(12 A) 


ll(lA) \ 



«-lihraii<-s tr{H>ning no oral history resowrcfs 
b=ioial lihr.iiirs anaiyzt-d 
(?)=dairs not given 



Only 86 projects (34%) were currently Z live. (Projects were classified as 
inac tive if res{K)nses lalx*le»d them as such, or if they had not added an 
interview sine e 1979.) Projects ranged in size from 1 to 500 interviews. The 
median number of interviews was 20. The number of transcribed inter- 
views ranged from 0 to 500. The median number of trans(Tiptions was two. 
Of the 105 projec ts, 13 start«Ki before 1970 (5 were still active); 51 started 
iK^tween 1970 and 1976 (18 were still active); SO started in 1977 or later (12 
wei^ still active); and IF did not identify beginning dates tl still active)/ 
I he largest number of projects were found in: 

Illinois - (35 queried; 13 replied); 

Ciilifornia • (31 queried;'22 replied); 
New York\ (27 queried; 20 replied); 

Indiana ^ ^ (25 queried; 2f replied). * * 

Hiis is not surprising sine e these aVe among the most ixjpulous states and 
they h'^vv often been in the forefront of library innovation. A comparison 
of the Slates shows some interesting jJifferences, however. California and 
N(»w York had a number of projects that started in the 1960s but few that 
start(xl after 1976. Approximately 20% of their projects remain active. 
Indiana in comparison had a substantial portion of projects starting after 



\ • 



r 

1976, and one-chiid of iis projxH'is rniiain ac live. Illinois had fewer ix>si- 
197^ pioje( Ls. but half of its projects rrniain active. * 

A inajoiily of tho projects in oihcr siaics siartcd afier 1976. and no^ly half 
of ihrii nrojt'ds remain active. 4 siau-by &taie JbrcakdoAvn of ;\( live pro- 
jc< Is is as follows: •* ^ . 

Indiana * 7 (2 pt)st-1976) Idaho- 3 (2 posi-i97r))' 

Illinois () (1 jM)si-1976) Alabjiina 2 (1 posi-197(i) 

C'-difornia M (0 posi- 197(5) Florida 1 (0 post- 1976) , 

New York 4 (1 post-1976) K^ansas 1 (1 post-1976) 

Connec ticut \ (3 jx)st-1976) Georgia 1 (0 post-1976) 

Iowa 3(1 post- 1976) . ' 

1 hoTtvu' data Ik^c onie meaningful when the situation in individual states is. 
examined more dosely and put into (ontext Hie state*by-staie analysis 
that follows provides a ciumikitivl^ justification for the conclusions pres- 
ental at the end of this pa|)er. * ' . ' 



California ' ' * . 

hi the sixties, much qral history activity was centered in Californiii. Or^il 
history programs Ix'gan in 1954 at the University of California. Berkeley, 
ami in 1959 at the Los Angeles ( ampus. Allan Nevins. retirtxl from fllolum- 
bia. was working at th^ Himtington Library near Los Angeles in the 
/frt^Kl*1960s. With, his encouragement, the Oral History Associatiori was 
established'during a aonfercnce at Lake Arrowhead in . 1966. 

Proj(\cts proliferated. Enthusiasm for oral history l)ecame so great that by 
1970 the Slate Library announced plans for a "California Bibliographic 
(♦enter for Oral History" to (oUect and disseminate information "about 
projects. ^ . , 

Libraries were enthusiastic tcK). inspired by Willa Baum. who' was the 
diredor of the Regional Oral History Proje( t at Berkeley, and author o( tile 
standard guide to oral history technique. Oral' Histoty For the Local 
Historical Society, She was an early ,and articulate advocate of- library 
involvement with oral history. She promoted the idea in presentations 
before library groups and in articles published in the Californfa Librarian. 

This survey identified 15 library projects that started before 1977. Califor- 
nia libraries, however, were especially h^rd hit by funding c utbac ks in the 
late* 1970s, The passage c^f Proposition 13 prompted many austerities. Not 
surprisingly, most o^he oral history projects were phased out by 1980, and 
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only iwo now projeds siariecl aftrr 1976 — lx)th funded by grants. '^n the 
words of the res|K)ndenl fit>fn Ri( hmoml Public Library: he project was 
not given jhe status of a regular task, hence it got what time (ould be 
s( rafHxi up. WheVi the budget < risis hit, it was one of the f irscjDrograms to be. 
dropjml." 

Pre- 1970 Projects " . 

Active 

— Salinas Public Library (1967+)— "1 he Sieinlx»|,k and Steinbeck Coun- 
try Oral History Projec t** has collec ted over 100 interviews with persons 
who knew Steinbeck or knew aboiu the historical bac kgfound of people, 
plac es or events desc rib(*ci in his works. (ITie response did not make-fi dear 
whether ahy have Inrn transcribed.) In conjunction with the inte/views, 
historic photographs have been c ollec ted, and hundreds of original photo- 
graphs (^f people and places have bcrn taken. These resources are added to 
the libra ry*s prc*stigious John Steinbeck Archives. Ilie project has operated 
with a snialK dc*dic at(*d corps of volunteers who eiiher knew Steinbeck or 
are d(*eply interestc^d in his works and the Salinas Valley/ ^ 
— Mill Valley Public Library (1968+ j— An oral history project, cospon*" 
sorcHi by the Fric?nds of the Library and the Mill Valley Historical Society 
and administered by an Oral History Committee, has collected 250 inteN 
views and transc ribt*d 225 of these. Committee mc^mbersand other volun- 
teers have intcTvic*wj*d and transcribc*d. The library c atalogs, indexes, and 
provides acc ess to resources thus proclucxd. 

Inactwe 

-Pomona Public Library (1963) — The library merely accepted and stored 
125 tape s (none transcribed) collected by a Claremont College graduate 
students 

— McTc c'd County Library (1968-80) — Over a 1 3 year period, two volunt*rs 
randomly collected 1 Wntervic^ws with long-time residents and transcribed 
fiine of these. 

—Anaheim Piiblic Library (1969-70)— Fhe c urator of the local history 
rcK)m collected 12 interviews (none transcribed). 

1970-76 Projects 

♦ 

Active 

The two most prolifi( of the ten projects identified as starting during this - 
period, remain active; 

6 
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—Mai in Comity Fhr iJbiaiy (l97S+j— Two volnntwrs liavc conducted 
2i)0 inrri views; a ihiid voliuueer has frans(rilK'd 158. * 
. — rpland Public Library (^974+)— With funding from ihe Friends of ihe 
Library, library staff hay(* (oiuludal 125 interviews. 1 ranscription and 
indexing are fMogressiuK slowly ^lue lo lack of staff lime. To date, 20 
interviews have bvvu transcribed. ' 

Inactive, ' , . 

The ( ight ina<^ive projects tended to be small, to have extended ovc^r a 
IK iiod of yeais before languishing, and to have been mcxtesily fuiided by 
the library, or— in a few cases— by Friends of the Librai7. Interviews were 
concluded either by volunteers or by library staff/Both arrangements 
offere»d some problems. Some libraries'reportwl difficulty inobtaining.and 
retainihg volunteers who bad the bac kground. skills and commitment to 
puisne the [)rojec t. hi some c ases. vc)lurtteers wc^e difficult to supc^rvise; in* 
other (ases. they ofxTated withbut any clirecl library supervision. Using 
staff to^( ondurt anU transcribe interviews, or even just \,o supervise volun- 
teers. ctff( red some fK»n(»fits, but retiuired a commitment of staff time 
difficult to maintain iii the fac e of increasing demands for library service 
and diminishing rc*sources. 

Post 1976 Projects 

Inactix^e , 

— l ulare (knuvty Public Library (1979)— With an LSCA grant. ^ resident 
of the Tulare Riv(ir Reservaticm was hired lo conduct interviews that 
wcndd prc\serve native American history -;md lore* Nine interviews wefe 
( ondiK ted. Transcripts for seven were completed by a librarian rfnd a 
CIFI'/Jk workei. 

—San Joacpiin V^illey Library System ( 1979-80)— With a large grant from 
the ISiational F.ndowment for the Hun^anities, the System conducted the 
enormously successful "San Joaciuin Valley Jap&nese-American Project.** 
It eniploytnl a paid ccx^rdinaton As part of this multi-faceted project, 
fourt(»en community vofunteers were trained in or^l history techniques. 
I h(7 c;ollec ted. audi with the help of a paid typist. transcribJed 120 inter- 
^vu ws, lYanst tipts we^e published by the library. Oral history materials 
providc»d^he basis fc)r a videotape* and a slid^ tape. 

Successful Projects * * A 

/ 

I wo of the 21 Ciilifornia projects (Salinas and San Joaquin Valley) were 
rated by respondents an unc}ualified success"; 10 were rated * a qualified 



suK t'ss"; ami 9 vvt ro rated "U'ss than sii(( cssfiil," As ran bv st'cn in tablf 2. 
(itlifornia iosiM)iuU'iits offfial the highest number of ncgative evaluations 
of any state. 



l ABl .K 2 
Sfcrt!^ OF Oral History Projf.c.t.s 



nt:sroNnt.NTs ha tinhs 





Total 


Unqualified 


Qualified 




No 


State 


PlOJ^it!^ 


Success 


Smcess 


Sunessful 


Answer 


Alahaina 




1 


2 






( .;llllc>l IU,I 


21 


2 


to 


9 




(!<>nn< c ti< ui 


7 


1 


5 


1 




Mo! !(ia * 


r> 


1 


2 


1 


1 




2 




2 






Idaho 


8 


1 


2 






UJinois 
huliana 


12 






2 


I 


21 




to 


f) 




Iowa 


7 


1 


4 




2 


KaiiNiiN 


r> « 


1 


:^ 


1 




Ni'U" Yoik 




2 


12 


■ :^ 


2 


louil 


ior> 


19 


. AH 


22 





KIrvni proja ts iiuliuling five **Icss ihaii siucrssful" ones Reported few 
imcTvirws had btrn trans(rilH»d. rrans( ripiions tended to he done by 
volumeers, or less fie(iue!)tly, by library staff. One library that hired a 
typist to transc ribe ta|K»s rei:K)rted they contained many errors due to the 
poor audio (luality of some rc( ordingS and to the transcriber^unfaniiliar- 
ity with Io( al names.'* 

I he Salinas -Public Library ("John Steinbeck") and the San Joaquin 
Valley Library Sysk-m ( "Japanese-American") projects were theones rated 
•'an uiuiualified su( ( ess." Both projects were sharply focused on specific 
themes and used interviewers with .spec ial backgrounds and/or training. 
I htVSalinas project's primary aim was to create Resources for scholars and 
resean hers— resources that enricl] the library's renowned Steinbeck 
an hives. The .San Joaquin Valley's aim. on theother hand, was not merely 
to ( reate resr)ur(es for scholars, but to widely disseminate information 
alK)ut the Japanese- Amerit an community's heritage and to havea perceiv- 
able impact on the community. To tjiis end. the project publi.shed the 
edited transcripts in three volumes, and used the oral history materials ar\d 
phoH)graphic resourc es that had also been collected to create a 3§-minutc 
videotaiH- (Success Through Perseverance) and a slide-tape (Improving 
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Library Sennce to Japatiese-Americans in the Valley) that have been widely 
viewed. 

Pi()je( is ( haiac leii/( (l by res{K)ndenis as **a qualified suavss' wen consi- 
dered lo have preserved valuable information for future generations, and— 
^ to a inu( h lesser extent— for present-day users. Projects rated *'a qualified 
si\c(ess.'* or 'less than sucressfuP* temied to cite the following failings: 

— li{)w use of materials produced; 

~\'\ck of staff, fimds. time to conduc t, sufx^rvise. continue projects; 

—difficulties in recruiting and retaining qualified volunteers; 

--huk of planning; projects developed without focus, direction, a 

schedule, continuity; persons interviewed were selected at random; 
—poor quality of interviews; interviewers were untrained and/or lack(>d 

bac kground; interviewers lacked control; interviewers were unfocused, 
rambling: ^ *^ 

— r( sourc(\s produced by the prc>j||t renMun inaccessible-untranscribtxl or 
incompletely transcribed; not cataloged, or indexed; not available for 
circ ulation; not publici/c*d to th^ public; ^ 

—poor audio cjuality on tapet. poor quality of transcripts (inaccuracies 
and typing errors); . ^ ^ 

—inability to gain or sustain^ommunity interest; and ^ 

— projict based oh false premises about the availability of tlie desired 
information from the population interviewed. 

From these fac tors and from the successful characteristics of projects may 
be extrapolated elements c:<:5ntributjng to success: 

— pre|)lanning; careful, systematic delineation of goals, strategics, timing; , 
preliminary researc h into the persons to be interviewc^d and the subjects 
lo Jx* discussed anji into proper oral history methodology; 
^ —involvement of. the* community; adequate publicity; 

— a ciualific^d individual or core group of individuals with the time, skills. 
d(*dication to oversee the project; 

— ack*c}uate staff and funding; 

—skilled! and committed interviewers; persons with background, 

training. n>otivationf * . 
. ' . — adcquatc^ equipment and technic iij knowledge to prcxiucegood quality 

rc^corcfings; gcK)d quality blank tapes used; 
— skilh^d transc ribers; verified transcVipts produced soon after- recording 

sessions; \ 
— prcK essing of the resources produccH^— cataloging, inctexing. transcribe 

ing. illustration with photographic^ materials collected concurrently 

with the interviews; * \ * 

— publici/ing the availability of resources prcxluced; and 
— c reation of print or audiovisual by-products that can more easily reach a 

. 9 \ ■ ^ ' . 
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broad ( ross-striioii of ih(- (omiiuiniiy: books. l>()okleis, audiovisual 
produ( lious ibal (au be freely aud widely disseiniuaied aud that are 
aimu live aud nieauiugful lo the average jktsou, * 
Mosi ol ihe Qilifoniia projects. Inking poorly funded, (ould achieve only 
some of these charac teristic s. The well-fuudedSau Joaciuiu Valley projec l. 
however, was able to display all these charac teristics. It was well-plauued; 
weU-su|X*r\fsed; made heavy use of radio, television, newspaper publicity; 
reac hed a broiid cross set tion of the public with newspajXT arti( les. publi- 
cations, and media prcxluctions; and had an immediate and po\yerful 
imixu t on the community. Imixmant informaticm that would have Uen 
lost, due to the rapid dec line in the number of surviving first and second 
generation Japanese-Americans and to the loss of (amily and histc)rical 
records during World War II. was preserved. Lcnal inter<*st in ethnic 
heritages and their preservation was stimulated, I he project also yielded 
iremencjous public reflations l)enefits for the library and resulted in greatly 
iiureased raj)port with, and utilization of the library by. the Japanese- 
American coiimumity. 

Indiana 

The Field Agent fcM the Indiana State Library's Indiana Division. F. 
Cierald Flandfield. Jr.. wrote on response to the cjuestionnaire: "There 
are approximately 100 oral history projec ts in Indiana and nearly all owe 
something to the State Library's, assistance and guidance/* State Library 
Field Agents havc^ been collecting oral history imerviews since 1966. and 
have played a heading role in theesUiblishment of the Indiana Oral History 
Rcnmdtable in 1971. When Handfield bcTame field agent in 1976. outreach 
ac tiviiies incrc^ased. He prepar(»d a booklet. History on Tape, that offered 
_guid(»lines for initiating and conducting oral'history projects and depose 
it(»ci copies in every |)ublic library in the state. Handfield has traveled 
throughout Indiana offering dozens of speeches and workshops^ consuh- 
ing with organizations planning projects, and advising many on how to 
svvk grants. "By 1979." writes Handfield. "the Indiana Committee for the 
Humanities was ovcrwhelmecr by requests for funding [for] oral history 
projects/.' 

I he 198 1' editicm of History on Tape lists 46 oral history projects that are 
centen^d in public libraries. The present survey had identiTied only 25. It 
received rc^Rlies from 2i (including th^^tate Library). There \yere two 
pre-197a projects (both Jtill active*); eleven 1970-76 projects (three active); 
seven post- 1976 project^ (two active); and one inactive project that did not 
* specify dates. ' 

' 10 
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Pre-19704»rojects ^ * • ' . 

Actwe • 

— ItuTiana Stale Library (I9()6+)— Ficldagmts have been conduc ting oral 
history interviews siiue 1966, Approximately 300 interviews have been 
collec ted. I hey have been transc ribed (16,000 pages) by a full-time typist 
paid out of 1 ,SCA funds. There is growing interes| in video oral history and 
over 60 interviews have been videotaped. Oral history resources have been 
used for rudio programs. slide-t;^pes, by television and media producers, 
researc hers, and genealogists. 

— Hammond Public Library (1968+)— The collection of 100 tap<.»s con- 
tains some on^Mustory /interviews' thai were conducted by two Historical 
Society nu^nbers, but the bulk consists of reconiing3 of tKe Historical 
S(x iety\s irionthly program— sessidais at which' speakers and long-time 
residents reminisce about the community's past. The library has tried to 
tra^iscribe the tafx»s, but, due to staff shortages, tewer than 20 transcriptions 
have been made. . % 



1970-76 Projects 7 , 

Actwe 

— Wabash-Carnegie Public Library (1970+) — Over the years, a commun- 
ity leader, who is presently the mayor; has conducted most of the 92 
interviews collected. Library ^aff do the transcription (84 have been 
transcribed). . . , ' ^ 

— Peabpily Library (O)lumbii City) (1975+)— An unspecified number of 
interviews have IxTn collected (none transc ribed) by various community 
volunteers. The library provides tape recorder and tap>e. Tapes have been 
{popular witluc li^bs and st^nior citizens. 

— Wells C'ounty Library (1976+) — The Genealogy/Adult Services Librar- 
ian has collec ted 21 interviews; 15 have been transcrribed by library staff, 

Itiactwe' jy- 

—South Whitley-C^teveland Public Library (1970-?) — An informal project 
initiatc^d by^the town librarian ^and carried out with the help of several 
comrtlunity vohm^^ers produced 20 interviews (none transcribed). 
— Monroe Cx)unty Public Library (1974) — This succ essful one year projec t 
began with a community workshop on oral history technicjues conduc ted 
by someone from the State Library, Frcmi those attending, 20 volunteer 
interviewers were rec ruited. Hiey collected 50 interviews. The library was 
less able to recruit volunte(*rs to help with transcribing. Library staff 

r - 
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cvfUiually ( onipU fcd ihv work — transcribing and < ataloging all 50 inter- 
views. A (oniprcliensive subja I index is now Inking prepared. 

— Noble Cxnmiy Publir Library (1975-82)— llie librarian, eniouraged by 
rbe State Library s example, siariat aiul (ondiu ied this project. She col- 
lected 2(V interviews (none transc ribed). 

— (iieensburg Public Library (1976-78) — Ilie library serves as a depository 
for HO nntransc ribed interviewscTolkVt^d by hi^i school seniors with funds 
fioin the Bicentennial CcTinniission. 

* N ■ ^ ^ 

The* remaining four projcn ts were vety small (none producrd more than 
livf interviews) an<i were ratcxi **less tlfm successful** by thrc*e. Reasons 
uivt»n for^lack of success were: lac k of staff, tinle, funds, and volunteer 
assistance. , * 

Post 1976 Projects ^ ^ 

Active 

— Lloyd County Public Library ( 1978+)— Thirty interviews (none trans- 
cribed) have been prociuct*d by staff and volunteers. Some financial and 
volunteer sup|K)rt has Iktu provided by the Historical Scxiety. 

— Putnam (x)unty Public Library (1981+)-^A student from the Lolklore 
Institute and Oral History Project at huiiana l^niversity spent thnr 
niotuhs in residence supervising this projtrt. I hrough the efforts of the 
resident, a librarian, and several c onmumity foluiutrrs, 1 8 interviews were 
collecit»cl. \'olunteers have transcribed five interviews thus far. 

N 

Lhree of tlie five were funded by grants and involved! some.ty|K* c)f media 
product oi public progrannning. 

— Michigan Xiity Public Library (1977-79) — This large Icxal history pro- 
jec t was lunded by a C:K TA Litle VI Special ProjcH ts Cirant. Projec t staff 
produd cl 20 slide-tap^\s; a videota}K^ a 16nnn film; and a detailed, ric hly 
illuslialc^cl guide to historic sites in the county, l^hey devotcxl half of their 
lime to oral history interviews. They recorded 156 interviews and trans- 
cribed 70 lM*fore the grant ran out. l apes have been duplicattxl for c ircula- 
tion and an amiotated frcr c atalog has been prcxlucrd. Sc^veral of tiie more 
inierc sting intt»rviews have hvvw publisht^d as illustrated pamphlets. 

— Madison Jefferson Cxninty Public Library (1979^) — With an Indiana 
Onnniittee for the Humanities (irant, an Oralhistory spc^c ialist was hired 
to intervic^w nine promiiienl Icx al people. All interviews were videotafH'd^ 
on \'HS cassette. Lhey are c urrently Ix^ing transc rilx^d and indexed. 

12- 
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—Vigo (>)unty Publu Library (1980-81 )— \^ih an Indiana Ci)mmitt(*(» for 
ihv Hunuiiiilics grant and a Uxal businrssman^s gift of $1()(K). the library 

^indn look an oial history project with tlu» Wabash Valley Press Club. (Hub 
innnlRM s c ondu( led 54 interviews and a professional m retary irans( rilnxl 
tht»ni. A series of welhpublit i/ed and attended pdblic programs w(Te held 

^ in (oiijiuution with the project. 

The reinii^nlng two post-197b projec ts were very small. One ("less than 
sucressful") was (O.s|)onsored by \hc Historical Society but was dixon- 
liiuied after two interviews due to lack of volunteers. The other involved 
the recording of one* oral history presentation givenat a meeting sponsored 
by the lotal Kiwanis Club.^ 

Successful Projecls ' 

The State I .ibrary rated its project 'an imcjualif ied suc( ess" as did Wabash- 
Cinnegie, Peabody, Bloomington, Floyd County, and Vigo Ck^unty. Ten 
Jibraries ratal their projec t "a qualified'^siucess" citing low use. lack of 
* tran.s( ripts and.^or time-staff-funding constraints. Five libraries rated their 
projects "less than successful." These were all very sm^ll projects that 
never got off the grour^j because of tbe%same constraints ref)orted by the 
other libraries and especially because of an inability to rec ruit dedicated 
voluntms. 

Many respondents were very enthusiastic about their projects. Oneencour* ' 
agt*d other libraries not to wait for "jdeal circumstances/*" but to "start 
now. ..before (the information) is lost forever," Several other respondents 
e( hoed tlil*se sentiments. 

s 

I^x)king at Indiana and C-idifornia responses, we see one important differ- 
ence. Field agents from tl)e Indiana State Library have long actively 
prcmioted oral history and provided informatfon, inspiration, training, 
and, more re( ently, help in seeking grants. This has probably contributed 
to the su( (ess of projects and to better quality interviews. 

On the other hand, in both states, a majority of the projects have been 
poorly fimded and have relied upon regular library staff and/or volunteers 
for their ofKration. When pt*rsons withe ompetence, enthuaiaem and time 
are not available, projects tend to languish. Even "successful" projects find 
it difficult to provide for rapid transcription arid processing of tapes. In 
both states, some af the most productive projects have 'been grant 
supported. 
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New York 

Ol the 27 New York libraiiVs (luciicd. 20 irplicd. One lil)ra!y (l(*iurd 
having oral history rcsoiirc cs. Of ihc remaining nineteen, four siarledoral 
■hisioi> projVcis iK-foie 1970 (none a< iiv(0..ten l^<lore 1970 and 1976 (two 
adive). two after 1976 (one a( tive), and thfee did not provide dates (one 
aelive). • , ' ^ 



Pre- 1970 Projects 

Innctwe ' ) 

All four oral history projects are inactive. Three >vere rated "less than 
siKcessiur* due to |)ooi: quality and/or nontransc ription and nonuse. 

— Kllenville Piihlu Library and Iviuseunt (1959-77)— A staff.librarian^col- 
leiied 22 interviews (none trauscribtxl). ^ * 
^— Kasi Hampton Public Library (19^7; 11180)— L he library has merely 
cataloged and added to the collec tion five interviews (untrartscribed) col- 
lec ted in 1967 by^;f high sch(X)l class. In 1980, an in-depth (ten c as^iettesand 
iransc ription) intervi(»w with the townliistorian was conduc te<i by a pro- 
fessional historian and paid for by the Amagansett hnprovement Sex iety. 

The reniaiinng two projects were very s^nall. prcKlucing under five 
uniransc ribed interviews. Botl^ were condifc ted by staff libramms. 

1970-76 Projects 

r ' * . . 

Aciix^e 

— jeric ho Public Library (1973+!)— The Local History Librarian has c ol- 
lec ted 21 interviews. All have hccn transcribe*!!. At first a student was 
rec<iiit<*d to transc ribe them, but it was found liec essary to hire a "profes- 
sional* to do this work. 

— Ossining Public Library ( 1976+)— 1 he library serves as a depository for 
copies of i)8 (untransc ribed) interviews prcxhic ed by a task|^orc eof volun- 
^ leevs working with the Historical Sen iety and the chamber of commerc e. 

hiacixx>e 

— Ogdensburg Public Library ( 1970-79)— The library director colhrted .SI 
<untransc ribecl) interviews bt*fore lac k of time forced him to discontinue 
the* projcTt. \\v commented: "I did what I could, when I could with what I 
could. We have a very valuable collec tion. ..if the library had waited to get 
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the Ik-si cquipnieni and su(fiiicni siaff. the project would never have 
hegun." ^ ^ 

—Bryant MeMuorial Library (Roslyn) (1971-75)— I'wq librarians with an 
interest in kxal history (ollec ted f>p interviews and transcribed 5. 
—Merrick I»nbli( Library (1971-79)— As a Bi(entennial project. niemlK-rs 
of the Historical Scx iety conducted 15 interviews. The single tmnscript 
was jyepared by high s( hool students as a typing class project. I he library 
has cataloged, and houses copies of,. the tapes. 

—North Merrick Public Library (1971-72)— Under a federal program, a 
college stutlenu was assigned to the library as a summer "cadet." 
conducted seven (unlrahscribed) interview^, collected old photograpfis, 
and r^seartlied towt^history at nearby local history collections. She used 
" these materials to write a draft history of the town. This was edited by a 
inemlier of the Friends of the Library, illustrated with historicandc ontem- 
jx>rary phc^ographs and drawings by local artists, ar\d publishetl as^ 
lKK)klet, Yesterday in 'the Merricks. The booklet was a great success esjx-- 
cially since theie Jiad previously been no town history available. The 
project "was very popular. It made people proud of their hometown^" 

The remaining four oral history projects were Bicentennial projects con- 
ducted by volunteers. Friends of the Library groups, and, in one case, a 
library trustee. They produced^om 5 to 24 interviews. Those with trans- 
criptions have employed yhk services of library staff, volunteers, and in one 
<:ase, a CE'I'A worker. 

•Post 1976 Projects . v 

Active 

— Port Washington Public t.ibrary (1980+)— Through a series of grants, 
the library has been able to hire a professional oral historian to cortdiu t 
and (t>ordinaie oral history activities. Twenty interviews have been pro- 
duced and transcribed. Projects have dealt with the Black community, the 
Italian community, the sand pit industry, and IcKal char^jcters and heroes, 
Videota^K^s. illustrated booklets, and an audiotape walking tour have been 
produced. Each summer a workshop course is offered that teaches com- 
munity members tq produc'e videotape oral history documentaries. 

Inactive 

— Tuckahoe Public Library (1980-81)— The village paid the'tuition of a 
library employee enrolled in an oral history course at a nearby college. She 
conducted and transcribed 12 intervievys. 
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As part a\ another sliuly. thfs vviiltr Uanu»d of other |K)St*1976 grant 
huuled projec is. Between 1979 and 1982, ten libraries received NKH furtds 
to develop programs on the theme " A Sense of Community — Diversity and 
Change." At least iiv(^ ( onduc ted some (y|x* of oral history projet t a.spart of 
theii a( tivities. Some hav(* resulted! in slide-lap(*s. some in videotapes that 
will Ik^ (al)le(ast. and one in a widely distributed booklet containing 
exceipted n^minisc enc es. Also, in 1982. the Rch hesten Arra Resources 
Kx(li«uig( gave^ small grant to the Chili and Gales libraries 4o work with 
the Si hool system to prcKhu e audiotape ;uul videotape oral history resour- 
( es to support the pewly mandated iiu lusion of local liistory in the fourth 
gtad( 1 uiri( ulum. - * * * 

()f4h(^ three piojeds that did not identify dates, on^y the Hicksville Public 
I.ibiaiy pro^-d lemains active. 1 he director and aiU)^her libi;iirian have^ 
(oll( ( K (1 U) intei views. A college stirdeiu transcribed four as a sununer 
emplove<*. 

/ 

Successful Projects * • 

Two libiaiies (Port Washington and Ogdensburg) rated their projects **an 
un(iualifi(tl-su( ( ess." T welve rated th^m "a ciualified suc cess" citing the 
sam(^ shortcomings noted by the C;difornia and hiciiana libraries. The 
three libraries rating projects "less than succc*ssfiir* "were all evaluating 
pie-l970p!oje( ts. ( There is the possibility that new librarians may view the 
(Ifoits of' their predecessors with more objectivity or |x*rhaps undervalue 
them.) Two libiaiies did not provide ratings. Again, there was evidence of 
iiK reasing grant support and nmltimedia prcxlucts in some more recent 
projects. 

♦ 

Illinois 

Illinois had the laigest number of public libraries listing **oral history" in 
ihv A mrru an Library Directory .of .my of the 1 1 stiites. However, although 
.15 librari( s we re cjueried, only 13 replied. " 

As was the c ase in hidiana, there has bec*n .Strong leadership and promotion 
of oral history during the past decade. The Oral History Office at San- 
gamon State University, which has rcTcivecl .several grants from the State 
Library* was^ stablislucl in 1971 ancl has Iktu particularly influential. Its 
basi( guide to oral history technicjues. Oral History: From Tape to Type, 
was widely distrihuted in Illinois and has been published by the American* 
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Libiaiy Ass<k iation; The Moraine Valley Oral History Assentation has 
promoted oial history |)roje( ts aniong its 13 inenibiT libraries sinte 1975. 

One of the 13 libiaries n'S|K)n(iing had disbanded its oral history (oller- 
lion. Of the reniaininj^ 12. only one inactive project started Ixrfore I970!K)f 
the 1(11 that started between 1970 and 1976, five remain acuve (the one 
proje( t that started after 197() also remains a( tive). 

Pre^l970 Project 

4" 

—Oak I^wn Public l.ibrary (1959-81 )—l .rbrary jxTsonnel and trained 
volunteers (onduc ted 15 interviewfHiiid tran.scribed 7. Interviewers and the 
trans( ril)( r re( eived their trahiing through fhe Moraine Valley Oral Mis- 
toiy Asscx iation. ^ 

1970-76 Projects 

Ai t life * ' • 

— Franklni Park Distri( t (1972+)— The L(x:al History Librarian hasco^ 

lected 12 interviews and transc ribed 10. 

— Wilmette Public l.ibrj^ry (1975+)— Two volunteers have collected^lfS 
interviews. These have been transcribed by paid stenographers (attempts to 
use volunttrrs for transcribing proved unsuccessful). 
— Bensenville Public Library (1975+)— The Local Pfetory Librarian has 
conducted 52 interviews, and with the help of a typist, has transcribed and 
(xlited 49 The project has employed well defined objectives and standard- 
i/ed procedures, Y\\v ta}>es formed the basis for the book, Bensenville. 
—Morris Public Library (1976+)— The Local History Librarian con- 
ducted HO interviews and has transt ribed qpf*. Tapes have been used in 
radio spots, for slide shows jjnd for student papers, 
— Palos Heights Public Library (1976j*-)— Library staff, trained by the 
Moraine Valley Oral History Association (MVOHA), have collected 56 
interviews. To date, 22 have been transcribed. Tap)es are sent to MVOHA 
for copying, transcription and editing. After patron verification, ^they 
return to MVOHA for final typing. 

# ■ ' 

Inactive 

* —Forest Park Publi('' Library (1974-80)— The Local History Librarian, 
^who is also vice-president of the Historical Society, collected 44 interviews 
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(lurtie iiansciibed) bcfoir Oi^ipaiulson her iixiw foircd lur lo abandon ihv 
projed. * » 

— (iaksbnrg Puhiir Library (1975-78)— 7 he S^x^ ial (;()n( ( lions Librar- 
ian, library emj)h)yees, and vohimeer^ (jolj^ai^d and transcribed 27 
interviews. 



— VVinfield Public Library (early 1970?>7— CETA employees were used in 
this project- Eight interviews were collecttxl.(none transcribed) bc'fore 
funds ran out. J ^ 

— Ontialia Public I ibrclry ( 197.5-?)— A librarian and two board members 
( ()Ile( ted 18 interviews (none trans\ ribtxi). 

— liskilwa Ibwnship Library;^ (1976-79)— In 197(). the Starved U(xk 
Lil)!cuy System used an LSCA grant to enc ourage oral history projei ts m 
memlKT libVaries. Four interviews were (ollecttxi and trans(rilx\i. 

Posi 1976 Project? - 

* ■ * t' 

Active 

— Eisenhower Library District (1979+)— Assisted by grants from several 
towiiships and villages, the library has initiated an effort lodevt lopa hn al 
history collection that will provide patrons with a comprehensive over- 
view of area history. As part of this effort, the library's ''Historical 
Researcher** has (onducieii 1.5 oral history interviews. They are in the 
pnxes^ of being transcribed and ( aialoged. 

Another post- 1976 project ought tt) be mentioned. Aspart of another study 
this writer learned of an NEH-funded project that was conducted (iuring 
198L82 at Pekin Public Library. The aim was to prcnUur several video- 
ta|H»s dealing with firra landmarks. Eightjeams of high school students 
were trained in oral history and video recording. They worked with acluh 
advisors to researc h the landmarks, interview local pt^ople and do the 
videotaping. At thj* timeof inquiry, tapes were still being edit(xi. They will 
hv loant*d by the library and aired on local cable television. 



Successful Projects 
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It will iHMioted that a majority of the projectscited used regular library staff 
for their (onduc t. The (omments of those responding tended to express 
great enthusiasm for the projects and theconvictiori that valuable resour- 
ces had been produced. 1 h(^e ( ailing tfie projects **a qualified success'* 
( iteil the ( onstraintJv on time and funds mentioned earlier as well as 
incomplete processing and low current use, 
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*I liK (' piojcds wt ir laitxl "an iituiualif icd sii((rss** (Brnsrnville. Pa|i)s 
Ih^iKhls, Kousi Tails). Six piojcc is wviv *'a (jiwlified suavss/* two w'w 
latcd *;lt*ss ihaft siu.c (^slnl/* and one J^ibrai^^^did not offer an cvaluaiion. 

Directory of Illinois Oral History ResoWrces 

In IWI. with fnndini; from ilu'Siair I abrary, SanganioTrSiate I hiivnsiiy\s , 
Otal Hisioiy Olfiir ( ()nif)ilcd a diir( toiy'c^f oial history projn is in the 
state. It Hst( (l .H tpuhhc Iil)rary oral history (olhrtions— only one started 
beloie 1970 (Oak. l.iwn). However, it listed 14 tK;n started after 1976— a . 
taarked diUf ience honi the rt^sponses tr^the present survey. 1 his itlustrates • 
a shoiKonwn^ of the present study sin(e it indicate s that listings in the * . 
Ameru anil Abrary directory may givean i*} ompletepu t^ireof oral l#!^tory . 
activity antl Ik' e<p(*( lally iiuoniplete for more rec ent p^)jects. (It might 
also Ik' noted that a mnnlx r of the libraries (}ueriedl)y— and some respond- 
ing to— the present study are not in the Sangamon Directory, indicating 
oial histoiy piojec ts in tlu' stat<' aie even more widespread than thedirec - ^ 
lory indicates.) When the 20 pre- 1977 projects in the directory are (om- 
pnred to the 11 post- 197b projec ts in tliedirt^t tory,an interesting difference 
is apiMient (str table 5). 

rABLF.3 
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Ai h ast half of the pre- 1977 projects were conducted primarily by library 
stall compared to less than onc^-third of the post-197r) proje( tk. Further- 
inort ,^)ost l97() staff-direc t(^l proje( ts were very small. Three produced 
. one, two and six interviews res|K*( lively. Fh*' fourth, Kisenhower Library, 
had some grant suppoi t and prcKhued 13 interview\s. 

Iti foui other posi-197bproje( IS, the library's role was entirc^ly passivewith 
the library nu rely starving as a r<^|)ository for resources prcnhu ed elsewhere. 
Several posi-197() projec ts involved grant or C:F:1 A funds. Most notable 
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was ihv Park Forest Public Library project (1980-81 >. where an Illinois 
Humanities Coundl Grant made it ixwsible to hire^a full-time projed 
dirrdor. VVith the assistance of 20 volimtetTS. 80 interviews were collected/ 
tran«( rih(Hj and edited. The directory hstings suggest that interest in orat* 
history is still great in Illinois, but that tliere has been a decline in the 
extent of new library proje( ts hmded (*ntirely from the regular budget and 
dependmg primarily on the etfprts 9f regular library staff. 



Other Sutes 



Connecticut 

Fourteen libraries wtrre queried; seve^p n^plied with six providing dates of 
oral history projec ts. Many see«i to have emulated characteristics of the 
very su(( (;sshil (ireenwi( h Public Library Project — joint library-h^istorical 
«o( ieiy sponsorship, n^liance on volunteers, and partial dependence <^ 
(onntninity (Kniations for financial sup)j|Ort. « 

—Greenwich Public Library (1978+)— Started as a 3irentennial project, 
this has evolved into what is probably the, largest and most successful 
public library related oral history projec^in the country. Originally spon- 
sortxl by th(* library and th(* Historical Soc iety, it is currently sponsored by 
the Friends of the Lihniry. All work, except transcribing, is done by 
voluiueers. 1 ransc ribing onth cassette costs $30 per hour. Funding has, in 
iIk\ past, included very substantial grants and donations from the 
community— it is now fundcxl by the Friends. There are over 500 
iniervit»ws — all transctibed and indext*d.*Of th^se, 90 have been edited, 
illustrated and bouncl in hardcovers for c irculation. Transcripts for 330 
imervic ws are available on microfiche from the Microfilming Corporation 
of Anu*rica. 

^ — I hompson Public Library (1976-79)— Funded by an NEH grant and- 
CF. l A f unds, the* project used paid interviewers. They produced 150 inter* 
views and transc ribed 101 before funds ran out. Excerpts have been used to 
create a slid(*-ta|x\ " Fhompson: Tcxlay and Yesterday." ' 
— Woolcott Librarv^(Litc hfield) (R|7+) — Inspired by the Greenwich oral 
history project, the library and tht* Historical Society developed this ongo- 
ing prc)j(»c t. Thus far volunteers have produced 65 transcribed interviews 
with transc ripts Ix^ing professionally typed. The project has depended on 
lax deduc tible contributions from the community. " 
— Farmington Village i-ibrary (1978+)— A joint vent;ure of the library and , 
the I listoric al Society, the projec t has rec eived its modest financial support 
from these institutions and from community contributions. Volunteers 
have* condudcxl most of the 35 interviews (5 transcribed). 
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— WtU( ifoid Lihiiiiy (197^)+)— j()inlly s|KMisni( dl)y the lihiaiy ami 

lh(* Hisl()i i( al S(h i( ty and su{)|K)it( (l by a small gram from a (k)nn(rli( lit 
loiiiulaiion. lhi?v |)r()j(( t has |)i()dii(((l alH)ii( ado/en uimansdibal iuUt' 
views. A icIViciut lihiaiian ji^is Ix'cn ihV inlti viewer. 

I he lihiai v whi( h (lid not |)i()vi(le 'dates indie ;ried its inac liv( projei l A^as 
t()ndu( ted oy the Friends of the Library. Information «d)()ul th( lunnlx'r of 
inlervit ws and transc ri|)fs was also nnssing. 1 he one res|K)ndent that 
^ labelal its project 'less than siucessfid ' was Bridgeport Public Library. 
^ Ihv library .ex|)ended miu h time and e ffort on developing a cooperative 
venture with three area colleges wherc^by students woidd enroll for a 
ciedit-lK^aiing course and then |)roduce oral hisioric^s. Few interviews were 
evei cc)m|)leled. ^ ♦ 

loWa 

Most piojec ts liavecle|)enclecl on volunteers/I he most successful post- 1976 
projc^c i was su[)[)orted by a grant. 

— Mfisser Public Library (Muscatine) ( 1970+)— .S|kh ial Collec tions 
Librarians have c onduc tcxl 120 interviews. Although none have bec^n trans- 
-,crrbed, tliey rec(n\^' substantial use*— |)artly due to a simple biu interest- 
provoking l(»aflet that is frcrly distributed. It describes the t^^pevs and the 
varie)us to|)ics the y cover. Lhe library h;i>;in active Home Bound Delivery 
Pr<:>gram and the» ta|)es are veTy |)o|)ular with home bound senior c iti/cns. 
—Public I .ibrar/of Des Moines (1971+)— Volunteers have collecte'd 65 
ta|K*s (noiH* transc rilx*cl). 

— Dave-^iport Public I ibr^uy ( 197H)— The library has clepo.sitoi7 copies of 
23aranscj ipts of iutervie*wsrondurte clbyac ommunity college with a NEH 
Youth (irant. i 

—.Spirit Ixike Public Library (1978-79)— A volunteer has collected II 
intervie»ws (none transcribe^d). 

—Corning Public I .ibrary ( 1979+)— A retired man has c onduc te<I 25 inte»r- 
. vie ws (none tiansc rilx^d). The librarian pays for the* blank tape\s out of his 
own pc^ket. 

— Rolfe Public Library ( 1980-81 )— With a grant from the Iowa Humani- 
tie\s Board and jn ivate donations, die library undeTtook an oral history of 
\ Rolfe with an eMn|)hasis on the' history of transixjrtation in the region. Au 
oral history spe»c ialist was |)aid to offer a se»rie\s of three workshops to the 
general |)ublic . Fiftern voluntee rs coHcTted 110 inte»rvie<vs. A typist has 
transc ribed theMu. I he proje»c t was we ll public izexl—ie\s|)eTially ina regular 
newspapcM column which is written by the librarian. 
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Kansas . 

Vwc) pic- 1 977 projec ts, ho\\\ inactive, im ludtxl an LSCA-funded project 

\and one in which the hbrary served as a depository (or tapes produced by a 
Bic entennial ( oniniittee. Two post'1976 projects included a CEl A-fun\led 
project which was discontinued wberi the funds ran out. and the only^ 
active project whi( h relies on the efforts of the librarian and a volunteer. 

* The fifth project ("less than sufcessfur*) was from an Unspecified year and 
prcnhut^d a single untranscribt^d interview. 

--Bellville Public Library (1974-78)— This LSC*A-funded project had the 
dual aims of collecting community history andl increasing the elderly's 
feelings of self-worth. 1 he projec t, part of the library's services to the aged 
program, employed the services of* a Icxal teacher who conducted 50 
interviews on a volunteer basis. Some tapes were transcribed ift the univj^T- 
sity where the teacher was pursuing a graduate degree. 1 he rest of the^47 
transcripts were prepared by a hired typist. The tapes circulate well and 
have beeil excerptt*d for use in several slide-tapes. 

•—Salinas Public Library (1975-76)— Fifty tapc»s ot interviewee (inducted by 
Bicentennial Ciommittee members have been deposited in the library. 
School children have transcribed seven. 

-Newton Public Library (1977-81)— CFTA'PSE funds supported this 
projec t whic h produc ed 45 interviews including some videotaped Of these. , 
l.H were transc ribed lH*forelunds ran out. Some videointerviews have been 
cablecasl to the community. 

—I .eaven worth Public Library ( 1981+) — The city librarian has personally 
conducted 38 interviews. They have Ix^en transc ribt*d by 3 voluntcrr who is 
a retired sta^ memlxT. 

Florida 

The one pre-1970 project, a Library-Historical Scx^iety effort which 
involves taping the Society's meetings, is the only project that remains 
ac tive. One pre- 1977 project collected a dozen interviews for a Bicentennial 
"timec*;it)sule" with theaidof a wonie^&club. Post- 1976 projec tsinduded 
a CiKTA project and two small projects — one using staff, and one using 
staff and volunteers. 

* 

— Mantee Cbunty Library Systeiri (1965+)— A small group of dedicated 
Historical Sex iety memlxrs have collected 150 tapes of oral history presen- 

• lations and programs at Society meetings. They have transcribed 70 and are 
preparing a master index. 1 he librari^n is an active member of theScxiety. 
The library receives copies of tapes and transcripts, catalogs them and 
makes them avjiilable to the public. 
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— (kM)p<'i Mt'inoiial I.ibraiy (Clcrmom) (197(5)— The library assisK^d the 
(:l(;rm()iu Wonu n's Club in < olht lint; 12 (untranst ribcd) imt iA'icws lor 
(Icposii in a Bit cnu nnial "liiu( ( apsult ." Fbt' library ba's rt taiimlcOpit s 

— i-irKo Library (1977-78)— CKI A worlcors (ollcttcd :V> iiunvicws 
(lUUiansc rib(Hl). XUc projcd was (list oiuimird wbcn funds ran oni. 

— (liiptiva Mcinoiial I .ibrary( H>77;82)—riu librarian and four v(^)iinl(rrs 
. ioll('(U'd If) inu'rvirws. A volunltrr bas lrans( ribai four. 
— ^.a'incsvillc Publit I .ibVaiy ( 1977-78)— Library staff colltdt'd tiinc inter- 
view vand nanst rilxni ihivv before in( rt asiiig demands on staff lime made 
it nete.ssary io discontiiiue tb<'*^)r()je( t, 

Idaho ^ * . . 

Idalu) libraiies are in<'mbers oLtbe Sonihwt^stern Library Ass<h iation — a 
)»;ibup ibai bas Ixen ac lively promoting library oral history»iUui the use of 
an'**()ral History Cxmunittee'' approat h to ensure pro{x^r planning and 
(omnmnity involvement. All three Idaho projec ts renuun Active and are 
considered sntct^ssful. They also have all benefited from grants and/or 
donations for rtieir funding. ^. • , 

— Ciddwell Public Librar-y ( 1973+) — An Oral History C^ommittee of ( om- 
immiiy voluiuc^ rs has eollet ted 75 interviews. Library staff have trans- 
cribed ten. TaiK's have been used to prepare nine slide-ta|x^ programs 
which are very popular with organizations, clubs and schools, A pHoto- 
• grapher is an at tive mVmbePof the( ommiitcr. The projcTt has been funded 
ihroiigh a,vari(*ty of grants and private dc^nations. 

—Salmon Public Library ( 1978+)— An Or<\\ History (.ommitlee. whic h is 
hmdcui by donations, has rollec tc*d 35 interviews (three iransc ribtxi). llie 
library catalogs and stoft\s the tajx\s. V^^--- 

— Midvale C^onmiunily Library (1979+) — I he projec t was jtartc*d with a 
small SWI .A grant. Voluntec^rs havec ollec tf;d (hree inlerviews\nc)ne trans- 
(ribed). They aic imicb u.sed by school chAdren. genealogists and IcH^al 
history buffs. I he main problem is finding dedicated volunteers; the staff 
la( ks the time to do i!itervic*ws. 

Alabama 

Three proj/c ts» o{ which two remain active*, itu hide one which use** library 
staff (eight tiUerviews four iransc rib(»d), one which has used (.'KFA 
workers and community volunteers ( 190 interviews/none transcribed), and 
an ina( live projcTt (34 interviews/ 34 transcribc*d) that was fundc*d by a 
grant froiu the National Kndowment for the Humaniti(\s. 

—Mobile Public Library (1974+)— C.F. I A workers and c onununity volun- 
t(»ers h'tve collec led 190 iiUerviews*(none transcribed). 
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>-MilllmK)k Publi^Library (1978+) — Staff hav^(oll(rt^(^dKhl interviews 
^cITul tiansd ibed fQU£- Staff shortages have made progress slow 'and male- 
rials have not ye(WI^*n'> public ized or made available to the public. 
—Birmingham Public Library (1979-81)— With a substantial NVJti grain, 
a piojeci ((K)rdinator was hir(^d to conduct and, with clerical assistance, 
(lansciibe M iiueryiews with residt^nts of Gee's Bend, a spiallall Black 
(otnmujiity. 1 he aim was to preserve rapidly disapjx^aring customs, life- 
sty Irs and folkways. The project was spon&ofed by the library 's^Southern 
Wonu'n's Archives. ^ . 

* • 

Cieorgia 

While eight libraries were Queried, only three replied. One of these denied 
having an oral history collec (ion. 1 he remaining two included a library 
whidi own(*<l interview tapes produced by a loc al radio announc er, and a 
library which has dept*ncUxl cm library staff and a CEl A worker to coM^v t 
and transc ribe iiiterviews. * ^ 

—Augusta Public Library (1974+)— Fundcxl by the Friends of the Library, 
the project hasba^nconducltxl by staff and, fora twoanda half year |)eriod, 
l)y a CF TA worker. An unstated number of tapes have been j)roduced of 
whic h 3 1 have Iktu transcribed. Staff shortages hav^delayed completion of 
the projec t. 

— C)kt»fenokee Regional L,ibrary (1977) — The library owns- 10 tafx*s (none 
transc ribed) of oral history interviews collected by a Icxal fadio announcer. 

\ 

Successful Projects 

Thirty-two projec ts were ident^fic^d in the states of Alabama, Connec ticut, 
Florida, Cieorgia, Idaho, and Kansas; fourteen remain active. A majority 
dependc^d on volunteer assistance; quitea few benefited from special grants 
or (iKTA workers, l^nless spec ially funded, projects tended to have few 
transc ripts. .Some of the more Successful projects haVe actively promoted 
resources and/or jn.sed them for media productions. Several mentioned 
inc reasing demands on staff time that have for.ced them to curtail or delay 
completion of oral history pmjects, while most respon'dents were enthusi- 
astic about the projects, they tended to crite the same problems mentioned 
by res|X)ndents in other sta(es-r-lack of time and workers, low funding, 
little use of materials, and/or inability to provide for complete or rapid 
inuisc ri(*rtr>n of raw tapes. Six projects were described us "an imqualified 
sue c ess.'' twenty were ''a qualified success, three were **less thao success- 
ful,'' and three libraries did not offer evaluations. 
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'Vranstription Prohlfrm 

Of ihv lOf) libiai irs thai wn eaiialy/al; 48 had liansc ribcd none of ihrii oral 
hislpry ta|H*s: 14 had liansc rihed fewer than 25% of ihviv lajH s; If) had 
liaiist ribcd Ix lvvt-eii 2()% and 69% of ilwir lajx s; and 29 had liays^ i ibcd 70% 
oi more of ihcir lajx'.s (4 did not providi^' this information). I hOrt forts more 
than half of ilic hbrarirs had lrans( ri**d fewer than 25% of their oral 
history iaiK»s. Many respondents a( kaowle(lged this tolx^a major problem. 

F.ven projec ts that were able to find vf)lunteers for interviewing tended to 
have diffic ulty finding volunteers for transc ribing. «^id,^evtiial.pr«j(*c ts 
that started using Volunteers for transc ribing tound the arrani^'ment to be 
less than satisfac tory, ( 

Many times iransc ripts, when prepared at all, were prepared vc'^y tardily— 
as mut h as a decade later. This probably precluded verification of the 
iransc ripts b^ie |H'rsons interviewed. It must Ix' noted that transcribing is 
a diffic ult process anct errors ar(» likely to lx» made— esjx*( ially when 
transc ribers are amateurs. The difficulty is compounded when \xk^r sojjwd 
c|uality (a fiecjuent complaint) distorts w renders inaudible the words of 
the spc*aker. / ^ 

Some re.spondent,s stated that c ollec ting tapes for posterity should be the 
primary conc'ern of oral history projcu tsand that transc ription should be a 
seccmdary consideration. Unfortunately, audiotape— esjx'cially thin 
c assette tape — is not an archival medium. SomeIongt*vity may bepredic ted 
for high quality reel-to-reel tape stored under proper conditions, but the 
longevity of cassette tapes— esptrially poor quality cassette tajx\s (a 
number of libraries sptrifically mentioned they regfettx^l jx>or ciuality 
la|x*s had be(»n ustxi) kept under poor storage conditions (c ertainly the c ast 
;n many libraries)— c annot Ix* relied upon. 

Utilization 

Asked toe haracteri/et urVent utilization of oral history resources, of the 10$ 
libraries. 88 rc^ijorted "mcx^est use": 15 rt»ported "substantial use"; none 
reported "heavy use"; and 2 did not answer. Many libraries attributed low 
use. which* was frequently cited as a shortcoming, to another 
shortccmiing — lac k of transc ripts. A number of libraries predicted Tnofe 
use whcMi prcxessing was c omplete. There is some justification for this 
since '10 of the 15 libraries reporting "substantial use" had transcribed 
more than. 70% of their interviews. Still, 19 other libraries that had 70% of 
their interviews transcribed re}x>rttxl .''mcxlest use,** suggesting transcrip- 
tion per se dcx*s not guarantee materials will be used, 
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On the other hand, only 4 libraries gut of the 57 with under 25% of their 
tapes trans( ribed reported •'substantial use/* These included Thompson 
(Idaho) whi( h has used the tapes to produce slide-tape^, and Muscatine 
(I(^wa). whi( h has employed simple but effective promotional techniques 
and which has found tapes to be very popular with home bound senior 
citizens. Columbia City (Indiana) reported substantial use of tapes by clubs 
and by senior citizen groups. 

♦ 

Libraries reporting modest use tended to indicate users were: students, 
genealogists, s< holars, Und local history buffs. Some materials were used to 
prcxluce lK)oks, pamphlets, exhibitions, slide-tapes, videotapes, and 16mm 
films, as well as for reference service, in cTiissrooms, and for radio spots. Use 
of trans( ripts for reference service was greatly facilitated when a general 
index had bet n prepared. 

■» 

Comments and* Advice 

Que!>tionnaires asked respondents for (omment>^ and to offer advice to 
librarians considering simi lar prpjects. The following are representative of 
their replies. , 

Cormhents on the Value of Projects and Problems Encountered 

"It was diffi( ult to keep volunteers going and they prcxluced interviews of 

mixed cjuality.'* 

"There was no cotltinuity or plan and not enough publicity to promote 
public interest. Finding time for transcribing was difficult/* 
"Because of limited sta(t, we have not bee^i able to devote the necessary 
time, and we have found it difficult to recruit the kind of volunteers needed 
for a profes6ic>nal approach.** 

"Projec t was disc ontinuttl due to lack of staff qttKi time. Never transcribed. 

Seldom used/* ' 

"We are saving the past, for future gene^^^liocis/' 

Using c*diteci oral history tapes, slide sTiows were prcxiuced. 

These were subsequently copied onto videocassette, whic h resulted in 
increased use. "I he usefulness of the finished ptoduct speaks for itself. 
I hey^ appeal to c hildren and adults, support classr^m stu^ly of Icxal 
history, bring history room materials to more patrons, develop a spirit of 
c ommunity,jemphasize the imporiamceofJcKal history collections, and are 
*used with tour gjrclups/* 

"llnfortunately, the community has not taken advantage of these resources 
as antic ipated/* 
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' Tapes have been rransc rilx^d, 1 hey are raialoKed and indexed and are 
available in ihe library to researc hers, jonrnahsts. pubhe offic ials. and 
anyone who wishe;* lo consnh llieni. Interest in local history was stiinu- 
j lata!. Public programs related to the projcc t were well att( ndc d and well 
received. Kveryonc* assoc iated with the projec t left with a desire to learn 
nioie alKHiu Icual history and with a stronger sense of place and 
(onnnuniiv/^ 

• This is the* only c ollec lion of its ty|x* in the county. It is frustrating to have 
made such an excellent Inginning and have to quit for lack of funds." 
"Inlc rvic ws we re profc ssionally done* and based on resc arc h." 

* '1 h(* projc c t has tone he d a responsive chord in a community hitherto 
uninvolved in lecapturing their past." 
''••Because of limited funding and untrained persons handling the inter- 
views, ihey are le ss than effe c tive . Inte rviewetsrambleand wander from the 
topic. Intervie wers have not enough knowledge of the topic s loask prob-'** 
' ing cjue^stions/' 

• Instant use* is unrealistic. As the years go by, the colleclioti will become 
more valuable*. '• 

, ••Seldom ust^d.^* 

• J^iirge numbers of elementary sc hcx>l students have heard the lajx^s and 
leanuxl things about the village that would otherwise be unavailable." 
" I he projec t is the basis for much of our Icxral history information. It has 
stimulated interest in the town's past and its preservation. It provided 
informaticm where none existed and encouraged people to value their 
comrrlunity and its history." 

"l^nc ertain as to the value of the material collected," 

^"Such a lime-consuming project requiresoutside help which is sometimes 

diffic ult lo obtain." 

•*U was lime consuming, but once these people are dead, your, history is 
gone.^* 

•Although we have had a few volunteers, we have not b^tn able to come up 
with a* f)erson or jxTsons who is so vitally interested and has the time to 
pcMsist," t» ^ 

^ " I ransc ripticms c ontain many inacc uracies." 

•Karly interviews were recorded on cheap cassettes. Many have been badly 
siorexl from the begiiming, and some have chickens, wind, typewriters, 
<logs, and airplanes addling to the distortion. 

Advice 

"Have a plan and a written policy indic ating criteria for selecting persons 
to interview. Cbmmit some library staff and funds. Do not depend com- 
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plcK'ly on a vohinlm oixTalioii." 

*'\Hv voliiiH((Ts. Insj>iir and su|H*!visc ilu^ni, Photojk^iaph inl(*i vi(»w(rs." 
"Have a irlcasc foini lhal cnabl(^s {\\v library lo wsv {\\v inl(Tvi(Avs in any 
way. Vsv a very ^(KkI n^cordrr. Try to iiuh^x llu* iransa ipiioiis/' 
"VW found making oullinrs of town liislory uscfuL Soniciinics whrn 
inimirwing 'old linuTs/ just ilu* mention of a familiar uijmc or phur 
would svi {\\vi\ minds going." 
'* Try lo gcc a grant." 

"Inirrvirweis .should be qualified and inter(\sted l)trause they determine 
lhe(juality of the int(Tviews. I ransniber nuist Ix* a skilled typist with a . 
ttained (^u. Buy i^oori t;ipes. Have someone available tcxonfirm sfx^lling of 
names and pla<jw>. Most interviewees cannoi provide that information, or 
often they are iiuu( urate." 

'App!ya(h an organiml group for help, funding. (Hthusiasm. T ry to 
interest a dub oi a local t(M(lier in organizing a proje(f. It might be 
unpfofessionaL but something is Ix'tter than nothing." 
"1 ry to g( t an ex|K'rt to help you. Count on ^mie defei tion in the ranks of 
voluuims." 

'^Provid(* for adecjuate storage." 

"Make sure that professional oral historians are employed as ( onsultants 
lo oversee piojec ts from start to finish. Itu ludetrans< riptionand indexing, 
l ind out what otluT libraries are doing." 

"Develop programs, slide shows, a produ( t — something to show the com- 
munity wliat has been pnxluced." 

"It's really great to get persons on ta|x\...but they are virtually useless 
unless transc ribed or duplicated for ( ire ulation." 

"If you do not have* the|xTsonnel and budget to do an oral history projet t 
ade(piately. do not do it at all." 

*' juj^t buy a dec ent tape recorder, prac tic cwi little with the mac hi.neand go 
Ahead and have'fmi. Get some of your oldest residents. Some who c;an*t 
rc^meniber what they had for breakfast will remember what they did 70 
years ago. Don't restric t yourself to well-known |x*ople. Future generation 
will be interested in the reminiscences of housewives and c hildren." 
"Kully explore all fac ets of sue h a program before starting. Develop defi- 
nite goals and objcn tivcvs and a systematic approac h to interviewing." 
"Voliuit(*er (effort is diffic ult to sustain. S(^»k a grant for paid interviewers." 
"Put the projcu t under a staff meinbcx and give this person time to pursue it 
and enlist volunteer supiH^rt. Give participants some kind of recognition ^ 
and awards." 

*'D(*v(*lop oral history skills and. at the same time, a mcxlel for prcxluc is 
lhai will help people c apture eras of town history— ai) illustratc^d boc;k, 
films or videota|xvs." > 
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^ *'Find a Vugged leader. Start small. Use Baum as a guide. Do oldsters 
first— before they die. (iet relea.ses. Index.** 

"When you c oUec t photographs, ktrp acc urate accession slips and write 
- 'ilown as nnu h information as possible." 

"Start out visiting c asually with the interviewee and learn what makes him 
unique. Make a list of a few key questions te) ask and then turn on the tape 
recorder. I Isea c lipboard, noting siK^llingsand new questions to b<» asked." 
"Bt» aware that tapes— and esix^cially transcriptions— are expensive." 
"Do not do any projec t just bt»( ause it is fashionable."^ 
"Do it. We have not used expensive, sophisticatt^l^^Jtiipment .so we know 
It ( an Ik» done. As untrain(*d amateurs, we have had a marvelous time. It is 
gratifying to know we have kept alive the thoughts and memories of 
'delightful |)eople." ' 

"Don't try to do it alone. Get cooperation from local historians, historical 
s(K ietit s and tl'io.se who know the area and the people and who may have 
more lime to get out and do the legwork and followup," 

Conclusions and Recommendations 

The prc*sent study ( ollec led data on oral history resources from 105 public 
librari(/s in 11 states. Responses appear to support the following 
cone lusions: 

— Projec ts have varied greatly in size, design, funding, and thenatureof the 
library's involvemc*nt. 

-The nature of the library's involvement has ranged from passive deposi- 
tory to total responsibility for inception and exec<jtion of the project, 

- The number of projects in an area as well as the manner of their conduct 
is often influenced by the ac^tivities oNgenc ies (such as the Indiana State 
Library and the Oral History Office of Sangamon State University in Il- 
linois) which have actively promoted oral history to libraries and prc3^ 
vidwl guidance and training as well as inspiration. 

-Public libraries are experiencing increased demands for their services 
( ombined with declining leVelsbffundingand staffing. As a result, there 
appears to be a trend toward greater reliance on volunteers and special 
grants for the conduct and support of oral history projects. 

—Interviews have usually been conducted either by library staff,.by volun- 
teers or by a combination of staff and volunteers. A few have usee! paid 
interviewers. 

—A majority of projec is have been small and poorly funded. Many have 
employed ifiexi>erienced and untrained iniervjewers. In most librari^, 
s oral hi,siory materials receive only mcxiest current use. This is partly due 
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to ih(* fad that, in most libraries, iaix\s arc nntratts( rilx^d or iiu omplotc- 
ly irausn ibcd and lhal rrhuivdy few libraries bavo used ibe raw luaier- 
ials ol oral bisiory lo t rcate prod lu is tbai art*a( ( t'ssibk\ meaningful and 
ol inieresi Co ibe general i)ubli( . 

— I be value of oral bisiory projecis as r^soun es for fulure generalions is 
undertnined in many axsi's by tbe fac i ibal so many la|H\s are uniran- 
s( ribed. unindexed. of |x)or lerbnical qualily. and/or inipro|)erly slored. 
Kven under gocxl slorage ( ondilions, magnelie ikxpc is nol an ardiival 
sloiage UKHlium. In addilion. ihe inlrinsic value of ibe interviews is de- 
pendenl on ibe skill t)f ibe inlerviewers and on bow well s^ubjec is bave 
Ikvii sel(*( led. 

— Tbere bave also Ixrn well-funded prpjec is. Projecis tbal bave( ()lle( leda 
siibslanlial luiniber of interviews, pfojecls tbat bave used irained jxm- 
sons lo (olle( I inUTviews, ibal bave iransrribed inlcrviews. and tbal bave 
reprcH (\ssed ^be oral hislory resoun es in ways and inlo pr(Klu( is wbi( b 
make ibem useful resources for present and future restan bers and or 
ibal enable ibein lo bave an immediaie and posiiive impa( t on ibe gen- 
eral commuiuly. Tbe i)rodu( lion of illuslraied publications and audio- 
visual prc^gnmis bas Inrn a major fa( tor in disseminaiing oral bistory lo 
ibe ( (mnnunily at large. Tbe colle( lion of visual malerials as well as re- 
<-ord(*d inlerviews bas belix'd make oral bisiory f)rojecls more valuable 
for reseanbeis and easier lo use wiib ibe general populalioti. 

— Some of ibe mosl sU( ( essful proj<Tis bave been fundtxl wiib governmeni 
grains, rbe su( ( ess is ailribuiable, nol only lo ibe funds provided, bul to 
ibe funding agency's insistence on clear objeclives. well planned straie- 
gies. ibe involvemeni of biuuanilies Sjt bolars, and ibe inclusion of pro- 
gianuning for ibe public as part of ibe projec l. 

— Mosl libraries consider ibeir projects worlbwbile. bui only parlially suc- 
< es^ul. Fa( lors mosl ofien ciuxl as bindering success include: inade- 
' cpiale slaffing and binds, imceriain equality c)f malerials collecled. diffi- 
c ulli(*s in rec ruiting and reiaining volunleer assisiance» low currenl uti- 
li/aiion. and ibe lac k of tiansc ripis. §tilf, most libraries feel ibeir pro- 
jc*c IS bave saved informalion iba l would otfierwise bave hvcn lost forever 
and bave c reaied valuable resources for future generations. 

Are public library oral bisiory projecis truly worthwhile? Generally s|K*ak- 
ing. y(*s; oral hislory projec ts are worlhwbile. How worthwhile is ibe 
cjgeslion ibal musi Ix* askal. Kvc*!! if only the persons involved wiih ihe 
projcvis bave fxMiefiied ihrough {Kiriicipaiin^ in j|iis absorbings enlij^bten- 
ing (*x|xTienc e, ibe projec is have worib. IdeafTy. however* projects will 
bave boib iransieni and jxamafK^m Valiieand lx*nefii a large segment of ihe 
connnuniiy.Most projec ts do not reach their full potential. One reason is 




indml ihr la( k of funds, staff and other irsouncs that pkigue most pro- 
jt*(ls. Another us the lac k of knowlcdi^c that ( ausrs many proja ts to hv 
und( itak(*n without ( l^u oi rrahslit ohjn tivt\s, with inadajuatrrxjxTtisc, 
wuhout adttjuatc provision for making tht* rrsounrs ( rratrd a< tually 
ustful— a(< cssihh* and meaningful to thr grnrral puhH( and in a form 
that will rtMnaiii availal)U* and valuahlc la future generations. 

The state (oun( ils on the humanities and the National Fnd<Hvmeni for the 
! hnnanities are to he i onnnended for the model prbjet ts they have funded. 

I hev neal to (ontinue this kind of support, I hey should also Ik* eneourJ** 
aged to addiess the needs of smaller inde|KMulent proje( ts. l liey should 
s|x)nsoi workshops and the produ( tion of resour(t?s that will educate 
lihraries. historic al stxieties and similar ( (mlnumity groups on how;^ to 
nndeitake oial history projec ts and how ft) make the results of their 
proje< ts availahle and useful to present and future generations, Such 
woikshops should itu hide: 

1 . I low to oigani/e and manage an oral history projec t. S|x'( ial ( onsi- 

• deration should Ik- given to options for staffing, funding and ( oojxTa- 
tion with other ionnnunity groups, and in formulating realistic 
ohjectives. 

2. How to conduc I effec tive oral history interviews and how to rollec t 
olhcT materials— e.g.. phc)tographs — that will enhance the value of the 
interviews I his inc hides equipment tc) Ix* used. 

!i. How to make oral history materials accessible and useful to the 
coimnunity via programs and prcxluets such as illustrated bcK)ks and 
audiovisual prcxiuc tions. * 

4. How io preserve oral history materials for future generaticms» 

.Such endeavors would help raise. the cjuality of oral history projec ts and ' 
resourc (\s and lead to nmch greater and more effec tive utilization of their^ 
prcKluc ts. 
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CxHuurrem with the present study. Dr. Palmer engjiRed in a relaKxl 
projec t— an investigation of how public libraries have used audiovisual 
media to create andor disseminate local history infonnation. Intenvsted 
readers will find the results of that study in the Fall 1983 and Summer 1984 
issue of Public Library (Quarterly, \ 
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